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In addition to a terror campaign launched by the Medellin cartel to dissuade the government from
approving extradition, three of Colombia's six rebel groups have stepped up their operations in
the provinces. The upswing in guerrilla activity has resulted in dozens of armed clashes and acts of
sabotage since the beginning of the year. The ELN (National Liberation Army) has extorted large
quantities of money from foreign oil companies operating close to the border with Venezuela.
In January alone, the ELN bombed a pipeline carrying oil exports at least a dozen times. Next,
in Caqueta, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) has been blamed for a wave
of killings, including leftist politicians. FARC signed a cease-fire with the government in 1985.
The Popular Liberation Army (ELP) has been involved in numerous clashes with Colombian and
Venezuelan troops. In the last week of January, these struggles resulted in the loss of almost 150
lives along the Caribbean coast. These three groups, alongwith the April 19 Movement (M-19)
which recently declared a truce, form the Simon Bolivar Coordinating Committee, which was
established in September. It is unclear whether they are acting together. Part of the confusion stems
from the belief that, despite its recent armed actions, the FARC still favors a political solution. For
example, its political front, the Patriotic Union, is taking part in the March 31 elections. The other
rebel groups have formally endorsed the electoral strategy. Government officials are nonetheless
concerned about the latest upsurge in guerrilla activity because it has demonstrated that the rebels
are expanding operations to formerly peaceful provinces, while the armed forces are not capable
of fighting a guerrilla war on dozens of fronts simultaneously. In addition, Colombian rebels have
clashed with both Venezuelan and Ecuadoran troops in recent weeks, an indication that Bogota
no longer fully controls its borders. Some officials believe the new guerrilla activity is linked to the
upcoming elections when, for the first time in Colombian history, mayors will be elected by popular
vote rather than appointment by the central government. Although the traditional Liberal and Social
Conservative parties will continue to control all major cities, the Patriotic Union could win mayors'
offices in regions dominated by the FARC. Death squad killings of leftist candidates have been most
common in these areas. Members of FARC are estimated to number at least 6,000 men and women.
(Basic data from New York Times, 02/04/88)
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